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Managing Children with Challenging 
Behaviour During Surgery 

A guide to help parents

Be honest 

Use visual 
aids 

Answer 
questions

GOING TO SLEEP 

1

WAKING UP 

2

GOING HOME 

3

Understanding Behaviour 
Some children respond to stress or unfamiliar environments with aggressive, 
combative, or avoidant behaviour. If this sounds like your child, this information is 
here to help you prepare.

It is important to have realistic expectations about what can be achieved with 
anaesthesia and medication. While we will do everything we can to make the 
process smooth, medicines that help a child at the start of surgery may also make 
waking up more difficult.

All private surgeries are elective (non-emergency). If your child cannot be safely 
managed on the day — for example, if they refuse medication or fight us— the 
procedure may need to be postponed or referred to the public sector, where 
additional resources are available.
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• Be honest: Explain to your child what will 

happen, in words they can understand. Avoid 
surprises.

• Use visual aids: Many children benefit from 
a visual schedule or watching short videos of 
the process (see my website for examples).

• Answer questions: Encourage them to ask 
and answer calmly and clearly.

Giving Medicine 
(Pre-medication) 

• Parents play an important role in helping 
children take their sedative medicine. Staff 
are not allowed to restrain children, but you 
may help if needed.

• If your child is sensitive to taste, you can 
bring a liquid they like (e.g. lemonade or 
yoghurt) to mix with the medicine.

• The sedative usually takes 30–60 minutes to 
work. During this time your child may seem 
sleepy, dizzy, or wobbly, but they will not 
remember this stage.

• There are safe limits to how much sedative 
can be given. Even so, some children may 
still appear awake when they enter theatre — 
but they will not remember being restrained if 
needed.

• If your child is very strong or likely to resist, 
please bring the parent or support person best 
able to manage this.

• If we cannot give enough sedation safely, the 
surgery may need to be done in the public 
sector, where more staff and resources are 
available. In some cases, a child psychologist 
may also help prepare them

BEFORE SURGERY: HOW TO PREPARE WAKING UP 

• Be prepared for your child to be unhappy, 
confused, or combative as they wake up. 
This is very common, especially if they had 
a strong sedative.

Key Points to Remember 
• We cannot make children unconscious 

before entering the theatre in the private 
sector.

• Public hospitals can provide two 
anaesthetists and specialised clinics for 
very challenging cases.

• Even with the best anaesthetic, some 
children will wake up upset. This is not 
your fault, nor theirs, nor ours — it is part 
of how some children respond.

• Your role as a parent is essential in helping 
your child through the process.

Dr Anna Negus MBChB FANZCA 

GOING HOME 

• Behaviour may remain unsettled for 
several hours, but usually improves once 
you leave the hospital.

• Your child will be dizzy and unsteady, so 
please bring a strong support person if 
possible to help you manage them safely.

http://www.annanegus.com
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